FATHERLESS   CHILDREN
But however they respond, they know when mother cannot
allow them to mourn for father, when she resents their having
any feeling about him and claims for herself all the sorrow and
despair. They know, too, when she denies any deep sorrow and
anxiety of her own and endeavours in an artificial way to "go on
just the same59 and to keep the family life undisturbed by this
critical event. By such artificial composure in herself, she sets a
premium upon falsity in them. They know she is refusing to
admit real events as well as denying feelings.
Here is an example of the effects of such denial, harmful even
when it springs from good motives: an intelligent boy of two and a
half years had a devoted nurse who was knocked down and
seriously injured by a car. The boy did not see the accident. His
parents, knowing the affection the child had for his nurse and
doubting her recovery, told the boy she had gone away for a
holiday and evaded his questions or gave him reassurances when
he asked why she did not come back. After some weeks they
observed a marked change in his emotional attitude to them and
to life in general. He developed an artificial way of speaking and
a flippant manner in every situation, along with hints of distrust-
ing his father and mother and being withdrawn from them. It
was as if a mask of supercilious politeness were laid over the
spontaneous nature of the boy. After a time his parents came
to the conclusion that he had, in spite of all their care, sensed that
something serious had happened to his nurse, that she was not just
away on a holiday, but might never come back to him, and that
his parents were pretending to him that all was well. Seeing this
adverse development in the boy, the mother now told him the
truth of what had happened, together with the reasons why she
had not given him the truth before. The child's relief was at once
very great, and he quickly returned to his normal spontaneity of
feeling, of trust in his parents and intimacy with them.
Another example of the ill effects of the constant denial of
suffering and emotional conflict on the part of the parents is of an
adolescent girl, whose social manner was one of superficial ease,
cheerfulness and serenity. But there was a lack of depth in her
contact with people, and little capacity to appreciate or allow
strong feelings in others. She gave an impression of shallowness
and unreality, as if there were merely a shiny surface with little
or nothing behind it. This character had been developed under
the influence of her mother's way of dealing with the death of the